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TRUST…AND TERROR.
This is Xxxxx Xxxxx speaking to you on behalf of the National Commission on Libraries and Information Science, a small Federal agency charged with identifying the information needs of the American people and how best to meet them. The Commission has asked me to talk with you about New Demands for Crisis Information Dissemination and Management. 


A Propesal tor Expand
the Role off U.S. Libraries
In CrisiS Infermation
Dissemination and Management
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Specifically, the National Commission on Libraries and Information Science proposes an expanded role for U.S. libraries in crisis information dissemination and management. 

Recent events here, and around the world, have heightened concerns about the need for improved and expanded access to information at the local level. 
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Whether related to a terrorist event in our own city or on the other side of the country, or a natural disaster like a hurricane, flood or tornado, in a crisis people must have information. 

As we struggle through a crisis, and then as we move on with our lives, carrying the impacts of that crisis with us, we need information.
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In such times, a lack of information can be both dangerous and terrifying. 

Without accurate, up-to-date information during and following a crisis, we are vulnerable to greater physical and emotional risks. 
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However, crises create an information overload that is beyond our ability to manage.  We are bombarded with official briefings; round-the-clock news coverage on radio, television and in print. We are overwhelmed by media presentations and magazine articles on topics related to the crisis and its aftermath. 
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We see and hear news analyses from varying perspectives that are often difficult to distinguish but seem to arrive at different conclusions. 

Misinformation, whether accidental or deliberate, and gossip, not just over the airwaves and across our computer screens, but while we’re standing in line at a store, add to the confusion. We soon find ourselves submerged in information, longing for assistance in sorting it all out.  

We must be careful that information overload does not become a “weapon of mass disruption.” 
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Crisis information must come from trusted and reliable sources. We need to know that the information we receive is from authoritative sources like the State Department, the Centers for Disease Control, the American Red Cross or the Federal Emergency Management Agency.

In addition, when it reaches us, the information must be usefully organized and independently verified. 
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Crisis information must communicate a sense of order, control and continuity. People must be reassured that the government is continuing to operate and that appropriate actions are being taken.

Ann Friedman, director of the Arlington County Libraries, near the Pentagon, emphasized this when describing how her libraries responded to the September 11th tragedy. 
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Crisis information is critical both at the time of the crisis, and in the hours, days and weeks that follow. It is needed by those who are directly affected by a crisis, as well as those who have been frightened by the events. Those who have been most severely impacted by the crisis, those who are responsible for restoration, and those who are trying to prevent future disasters often need information long after the immediate crisis has passed. 
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Crisis information must be available when people need it and where they need it, both during and after the immediate crisis.

Some critical information needs to be available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.

Most often, people want that information from another human being. They are reassured by the personal contact and the ability to discuss the information—to ask additional questions. 
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Our information may come from around the world in real time, but it must be available in our local communities, down the street and around the corner. 

The United States comprises a rich tapestry of people from many different backgrounds, speaking many different languages. We cannot provide crisis information in English alone. In stressful situations, people find it difficult to understand information in languages other than their native tongue. We must take advantage of local community resources that can translate crisis information so that it is sensitive to cultural concerns and reaches people in their preferred language. 
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Crisis information must be given context. Often we find events totally bewildering until we understand the historical, political, geographic or social contexts from which they emerge.

And crisis information must be distributed in multiple formats. We all respond to information differently. Some of us must hear it from another person, others need a combination of images and words, and still others want something they can read and re-read and contemplate, until it makes sense. 
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Finally, crisis information must foster understanding, must foster a sense of community, and most of all, it must foster hope. 
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With this understanding of what makes for effective crisis information dissemination and management, and in light of September 11th and the subsequent anthrax attacks, the National Commission on Libraries and Information Science believes that the United States must mobilize a comprehensive system for more effective crisis information dissemination and management. 
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But how?

A new national crisis information infrastructure could potentially cost billions of dollars and take years to create.

But, it does not need to. A significant investment has already been made. 
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The nation’s more than 16,000 public libraries already form an extensive network of resources that can be empowered to meet this need. The libraries in 44 states are fully networked and the remaining 6 states are close behind.

This resource is in place—we only need to leverage it, engage it, and empower it. 
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The U.S. library system is a network of information resources and knowledgeable, skilled individuals that exists both virtually and physically. Libraries and librarians are on the network and they are in our neighborhoods. If the phone lines go down, if our computers freeze up, most people can still drive or walk to a library where they can get essential information. 
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After September 11th, libraries in New York City, in Arlington, Virginia, in Somerset County, Pennsylvania, and across the nation mounted heroic efforts to answer important questions. 
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How do I find out who is alive and who is dead?

Where do I get help?

What roads are closed?

How can I volunteer to help? 
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How do I find out if I’ve been exposed to anthrax?

I need to know more about Islam.

Are the subways still running?

What do I tell my children? 
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Libraries and librarians responded—quickly and effectively.

They responded by building organized, accessible databases of information, from current information about the crisis itself and the relief efforts to legal, medical and historical information.

They provided internet access and e-mail for those who needed it, so people could contact family and friends and let them know they were safe—or find out if loved ones were missing and what was being done to find them. 
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They responded by creating collections of resources, such as articles and pictures related to terrorism, background on Al-Qaida, and information about how to talk to children about trauma. Many of these materials were quickly put into displays, where people could see the connections between different pieces of information, and could spend as much time as they needed to look at and absorb not only the content but their own emotional reaction to it. 
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Public libraries are familiar, neutral, physical places where people can come together to learn and to talk about what has happened. After September 11th, many libraries reported sharply increased numbers of people coming through their doors and staying for long periods of time. People were re-energized as they saw familiar faces and were able to join in conversations with their friends and neighbors, working together to make sense of what had happened, how to help and what to do next. 
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These responses were repeated in many libraries around the country, acting without coordination or direction, because the U.S. network of public libraries is already a tremendous national resource for information dissemination and management, particularly in times of crisis.

This system can be leveraged to be even more useful. Given recent events, we need to expand and enhance this resource as an essential component of U.S. crisis information dissemination and management. 
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Public libraries have all the characteristics that contribute to effective crisis information dissemination and management.

They are known as trusted and reliable places to find information. And they are recognized as such by people of all ages—from children working on school reports to small business owners, to senior citizens researching the side effects of medication. 
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Public libraries know how to organize and verify information. Libraries have systems in place, both electronically and physically, that keep large amounts of information easily and readily accessible. 

Our libraries have incredible human resources in their skilled librarians. They know how to assist others to focus their questions, and they are familiar with proven ways to verify the accuracy and validity of the information that is found. 
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Public libraries, as the acknowledged repository of information both present and past, can make information available where and when people need it, both during and after crises. 

While some people need certain information during a crisis, others will need that same information days or even weeks later. Libraries are skilled in providing both immediate and long-term access to information resources. 
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Public libraries already have global reach and local presence. They are already part of a vast system of libraries, not only across the country but around the world. 

Yet libraries are one of the most powerful symbols of a community. Local libraries are recognized by people as belonging to the community—to their families, their schools, their neighbors. Libraries are where they come to find information, hold meetings, get help, improve the quality of their lives, and nurture their minds and their spirits. 


> Cemmunicatera SEnse ol erder and
gifciyeVEMmMEnFand corrlrrjur]fy] J

coneland continuin the
PNEGPIE:

\ab

L
L

9
0/ tOI SEIVE the

-

T m—— _
———— -
B i Pt
Y

7 JFF AW Le e



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Public libraries are reassuring. They communicate a sense of order, of being in control, of normalcy. 
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Public libraries also have resources to help people deal with the aftermath of a crisis. Many psychologists believe the emotional toll of September 11th will last for months, if not years, as people cope with events that changed their worldview dramatically and permanently. 
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Public libraries are excellent at providing the context for crisis information. A child and his mother sorting through the rubble of their home destroyed by a tornado may well later be able to face their terror by looking at pictures of tornado clouds, or playing with a bottle of water that simulates the swirling winds of a devastating storm. 
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Public libraries provide information in multiple formats: in person—from reference librarians to storytellers—through video and audio recordings, from the Internet, and of course, in print. 
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Public libraries serve whole communities, so they serve people who have different ethnic backgrounds and speak many different languages. For example, people who may feel uncomfortable outside their immediate community because they’ve chosen to continue to wear their native dress can be at ease in their local library where others may speak the same language and judgment is put aside at the door. 
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Public libraries foster understanding. From the spontaneous conversations among teens around a library table to current event discussion forums and book talks, libraries know how to facilitate and encourage dialogue and intellectual exploration to foster understanding. 
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Public libraries nurture a sense of community. New understandings and friendships arise when people from the same neighborhoods and communities come together to learn and celebrate. The vibrant colors of these children’s chalk drawings express their delight at the opening of a new library in their town. 
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Finally, public libraries can foster hope. Libraries offer not only information but a sense of place and community. By assisting them to obtain knowledge of the past and present and gain insight into the future, libraries help people to move forward through times of despair and terror. 
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The National Commission on Libraries and Information Science believes that federal, state and local authorities must recognize and empower libraries for crisis information dissemination and management. It is critical that we leverage this national resource at this time of national crisis and in the future. 
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What would it take to make this happen?

Federal, State, and local government agencies must have systems in place—and use them—to distribute essential, up-to-date information to public libraries. Many people who need information are already seeking it at the library, so those who have crisis information to disseminate must include the library in their dissemination plans.

The librarians, in turn, must be ready to disseminate the information to the people. Funding must be allocated from federal, state and local emergency sources so that libraries can remain open for extended hours during crises—even 24 hours-a-day, 7-days a week, when necessary. 
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Disaster preparedness planning and homeland security planning at all levels—federal, state and local—must include public libraries immediately.

In the future, a nationwide phone number should be established for crisis information to relieve the burden on the “911” phone number. While we have a highly sophisticated system for emergency response, it is often overwhelmed with non-emergency calls. We need an expanded system for crisis information dissemination and management that specifically addresses the public need for information. 
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Print and broadcast media should produce and run public service announcements that direct people to libraries for crisis information—and that publicize the nationwide phone number, when one is established. 
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It is clear that the United States needs more effective crisis information dissemination and management.

It is also clear that we have a vital, comprehensive system of libraries in the United States that can meet the information needs of the public during and after an emergency or disaster. 
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The National Commission on Libraries and Information Science will join with others in the government and the library community to make this happen. The Commission believes that the cooperative efforts of government agencies and libraries can make an enormous difference in the strength and competency of the United States, and indeed in all of us as individuals, to meet the challenges ahead. 

For more information, or to participate in the Commission’s initiative to expand the role of U.S. libraries in crisis information dissemination and management, contact the U.S. National Commission on Libraries and Information Science by phone at 202-606-9200 or by e-mail at info@nclis.gov. The Commission website is www.nclis.gov. 
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